This study aims to measure the image of Italy as a tourism destination on the Chinese leisure traveller market. To this end, Echtner & Ritchie's model (1991) is applied; however, compared to its original formulation, it is implemented with greater consideration of the experiential dimension and potential travel constraints affecting the perception of the range of tourism goods and services on offer. This enables not just a denotative, but also and above all a connotative measurement of the image, thereby reducing the risk of ambiguity in the interpretation of the most significant attributes that emerged during the analysis. Adopting a hypothetical segmentation of the market in question, it was also possible to the elements that act as encouraging and discouraging factors regarding a holiday in Italy are highlight, identifying tailor-made approaches to the construction and promotion/commercialisation of tourism products designed to be attractive to the specific segment of interest.
Introduction
In the course of the last ten years the Chinese outbound tourism market has seen rapid growth (+350%, according to data from the China National Tourism Administration-CNTA and AGI China 24), in terms of both development and diversification. In addition, Chinese tourists are now the main big spenders on the global level: it is sufficient to point out that globally in 2013 they spent an average of just over 1,000 euros a head on tax-free purchases, an increase of 20% on the previous year (Global Blue, 2015) .
The higher disposable income and increased leisure time in which to travel; the spread of the Internet, which has increased the accessibility of information on far-away destinations; a rapid process of urbanisation, characterised by a growing interest, on the part of the wealthiest classes, in high-quality products, highly personalised services and experiences perceived as "luxury"; the development of a middle class increasingly eager to travel and get to know foreign countries; and the clear drive by the government to disseminate "small well-being" among broad swathes of the population have all encouraged Chinese citizens to go on journeys outside their national borders with growing frequency. The result has been a profound shift in the reasons for travelling and, in more general terms, the profile of the typical Chinese tourist.
• the ability (or rather, from the point of view of Chinese travellers, the right) to be always online, so as to share photographs and opinions on social networks in real time, to keep in contact with relatives and friends, to be kept up-to-date with the main developments in their home country and to make use of automatic translators;
• the length of time required to obtain a visa, which makes it easier to plan journeys for individuals and groups alike;
• the accessibility of the destination itself. Illuminating in this regard is the attention paid to the availability of direct flights, which can maximise the time available and reduce the overall cost of the holiday.
As a result of historic circumstances and cultural affinities, most Chinese tourists, especially when leaving their national borders for the first time, continue to prefer destinations such as Hong Kong, Macao and Pacific Rim countries. However, the number of tourists wishing to travel to Europe (appreciated for its rich historic and cultural heritage) and the United States (considered highly exotic), is enjoying continuous growth, although Australia remains the favoured destination for lovers of natural beauty.
Based on this trajectory, it is essential to develop marketing programs specifically aimed toward the Chinese tourism market, especially for those destinations where the "distance"-meant both geographically and culturally-incurs a challenging place identity, which should be mitigated by highlighting those aspects which set these destinations apart from its competitors and guarantee a memorable experience (Yeoman, Brass, & McMahon-Beattie, 2007) .
Among European states, Italy accounts for 0.52% of the total Chinese leisure traveller market, while such travellers account for 2.8% of the total number of foreign visitors entering the country (Embassies/Consulates/ENIT Joint Report, 2015) . According to data provided by the China National Tourism Administration, whereas in 2010 Italy was the fourth European country by number of arrivals and presences after France, Germany and Great Britain, in the course of 2011 and 2012 it was the most popular European destination among Chinese tourists.
Although this was an ephemeral victory, considering that in 2013 Italy was narrowly overtaken by France, interest in Italy has remained high, fuelled by the awarding of the Universal Exposition to Milan in 2015, the opening of an Italian Consulate in Chongqing in 2014 and the creation of preferential channels for the release of visas for individual journeys, which led to the rejection rate falling to 2% (data from ISTAT). Another factor has been the "Divas hit the road" television show, very popular in China among young people (Cesif, 2014) .
However, despite this market potential the availability of accurate and reliable data such as perceptions or images Chinese travelers hold about Italy is lacking, which represents an opportunity for the country to gain competitive advantage in the region (Buhalis, 2000) .
In fact, since the construct of destination image has been theorized for the first time (Hunt, 1971; Mayo, 1973) , only the works of , Baloglu & Mangaloglu (2001) , and Okumus & Yasin (2008) attempted to measure the image of Italy as a destination. However, these studies did not target the Asian market, but rather analyzed Italy in terms of a wider Mediterranean destination, only partially identifying country-specific strategies for strengthening tourism flows within the country.
To address this research gap, the purpose of this paper is to study the image of Italy as a tourist destination among Chinese leisure travellers. Specifically, the objectives are:
• to identify the most significant attributes that establish the image of Italy;
• to highlight the elements that encourage or discourage travel to Italy, by analysing the features, both positive and negative, that are associated with the experience of travel in Italy;
• to segment, on this basis, the market in question, seeking to understand the most distinctive and attractive ways of accessing the tourism product for each specific segment considered.
To this may be added a further consideration: partly due to the significant growth rates, the outbound Chinese tourism market is undergoing rapid diversification. This process poses further challenges for Italian tourism firms, which in the past often approached Chinese tourists with diffidence and poor preparation, not understanding their culture, attitudes and expectations.
In detail, deeper insights on both the experiential dimension in the consumption of the tourist product (Campos, Mendes, Oom do Valle, & Scott, 2015; Tung & Ritchie, 2011) , and role of the elements that potentially undermine the image of a destination in the perception of leisure travellers (Chen, Chen, & Okumus, 2013) are required, due to the ability of multisensory stimuli to generate feelings and/or thoughts in the visitors linked to the fulfilment of their dreams (Agapito, Mendes, & Valle, 2013) , and the role of distance in perceiving the tourist product (Massara & Severino, 2013) , respectively.
In these terms, the intention of current research is to also expand upon the theoretical framework of tourism destination image measurement (Gallarza, Saura, & Garcıá, 2002; Echtner & Ritchie, 1991; Beerli & Martin, 2004; Ryan & Cave, 2005) , by suggesting new insights into the Echtner & Ritchie model (1993) .
Destination Image in Managerial Literature
The clearly intangible nature of the concept and the widespread adoption of an interdisciplinary approach have made the theoretical analysis of destination image particularly complex, preventing the adoption of an unequivocal definition. In this regard, consider the following table, which summarises some of the main definitions of "destination image" formulated in the literature. Hunt (1971) «Impressions that a person or persons hold about a state in which they do not reside» Lawsone Bond-Bovy (1977) «An expression of knowledge, impressions, prejudice, imaginations and emotional thoughts an individual has of a specific object or place» Crompton (1979) «Sum of beliefs, ideas, and impressions that a person has of a destination» Dichter (1985) «An overall or total impression which is formed as a result of the evaluation of individual attributes which may contain both cognitive and emotional content» Phelps (1986) «Perceptions or impressions of a place» Gartner e Hunt (1987) «Impressions that a person holds about a state in which he/she does not reside» Fakeye e Crompton (1991) «The mental construct developed by a potential tourist on the basis of a few selected impressions among the flood of total impressions» Ecthner e Ritchie (1991) «The perceptions of individual destination attributes and the holistic impression made by the destination» Kotler et al. (1993) «The sum of beliefs and impression people hold about places. Images represent a simplification of a large number of association and pieces of information connected with a place. They are a product of the mind trying to process and pick out essential information from huge amounts of data about a place» Milman e «A sum total of the images of theindividual elements or attributes that make up the tourism experience» MacKay e Fesenmaier (1997) «A compilation of beliefs and impressions based on information processing from a variety of sources over time, resulting in an internally accepted mental construct . . . a composite of various products (attractions) and attributes woven into a total impression» Baloglu e McCleary (1999) «An individual's mental representationof knowledge, feelings, and global impressions about a destination» Tapachai e Waryszak (2000) «Perceptions or impressions of a destination held by tourists with respect to the expected benefit or consumption values including functional, social, emotional and conditional benefits of a destination» Cai (2002) «Perceptions about the place as reflected by the associations held in tourist memory» Kim e Richardson (2003) «A totality of impressions, beliefs, ideas, expectations, and feelings accumulated toward a place over time» González (2005) «The sensual, aesthetic and emotional dimensions of space, […] often based on contradictory emotions» Tasci et al. (2007) «An interactive system of thoughts, opinions, feelings, visualizations, and intentions toward a destination» Çakmak e Isaac (2012) «Simplifications of the complex beliefs, attitudes, impressions and ideas a person has about a place»
In addition, it is seen that some studies consider destination image to be a unitary, "gestalt" construct, more than the sum of its parts (Dadgostar & Isotalo, 1996; Shani & Wang, 2011) . Others (Gartner, 1994; Reynolds & Guttman, 1984) in contrast see it as a multi-attribute construct, analysing the reciprocal dependencies between the three fundamental components-hierarchically interrelated-of which it is formed (Gallarza et al., 2002; Tasci, Gartner, & Cavusgil, 2007) : cognitive, conative and affective (Fig. 1 ). Vol. 9, No. 5; Aside from the conceptual nuances however, the scientific literature is united in affirming that the development of a positive and highly distinctive image is crucial in terms of the identification and positioning of a specific tourism destination (Sonmez & Sirakaya, 2002; Pikkemaat, 2004) , since it can affect both its attractiveness (Hu & Ritchie, 1993; Kozak & Rimmington, 1999) and the construction of a solid competitive advantage (MacKay & Fesenmaier, 2000; Uysal, Chen, & Williams, 2000; Crouch, 2011; Tsai, Song, & Wong, 2009; Go & Govers, 2000) . In this sense, the image of a destination can have many effects on potential visitors, since:
• it reflects the values, products, services and skills of the various economic actors that operate there (Govers, Go, & Kumar, 2007) , communicating them to the outside world in a unified way (Buhalis, 2000) and incentivising the exchange of resources and skills inside the destination (Haugland, Ness, Grønseth, & Aarstad, 2011) ;
• it reduces the perception of risk (Chew & Jahari, 2014) , shapes expectations (Gartner, 1989) and simplifies the large quantity of information available (Kotler, Haider, & Rein, 1993) , providing qualitative guarantees regarding the goods and services offered by the destination and having a positive impact in terms of the cognitive economy of the consumer, helping to mitigate a situation of information overload;
• it guides individual behaviour (Barich & Kotler, 1990) , playing a crucial role in the decisional process of choice and purchase (Hunt, 1975; Pike & Ryan, 2004; Tapachai & Waryszak, 2000) when formulating an overall assessment of satisfaction or dissatisfaction with the experience (Veasna, Wu, & Huang, 2013; Qu, Kim, & Im., 2011; Oppermann, 2000) and when deciding whether to repurchase and what to tell others (Bigné, Sanchez, & Sanchez., 2001 );
• it consolidates the memory of the experience and reminds the traveller of its most pleasant aspects (Pearce, 1988; Ritchie & Ritchie, 1998) .
Destination Image Measurement: Actual Paradigms and A New Model
As part of the theoretical framework of tourism destination image measurement (Gallarza et al., 2002; Stepchenkova & Morrison, 2008; Reilly, 1990; Ryan & Cave, 2005; Driscoll, Lawson, & Niven, 1994) , for the purposes of the research, the model of Echtner & Ritchie (1991) was adopted.
This interpretative tool has been extensively used in the international literature (Beerli & Martìn, 2004; Murphy, Pritchard, & Smith, 2000; , due to its good reliability, ease of application and ability to combine the advantages of quantitative measurement (Pike, 2002) with those of qualitative analysis (Jenkins, 1999) . In addition, the Echtner and Ritchie model enables a unitary representation of the various material and intangible components which, taken together, help define a destination's image. Indeed, the model enriches the measurement with aspects that are apparently of little relevance to the tourism sector (such as the degree of urbanisation and political stability), in the awareness that there are areas of overlap between the constructs of destination image and country image (Richter & Waugh, 1986; Mossberg & Kleppe, 2005; Elliot, Papadopoulos, & Kim, 2011) . Secondly, since the formation of the image is a complex and largely subconscious process, highly conditioned by influences of an environmental kind (linked primarily to internal and external informative stimuli, as well as to the social context of reference) and by subjective factors (linked to the potential traveller's personality, beliefs, memory, previous decisions and individual history), that act and reinforce each other in a process of dynamic and reciprocal exchange, it is not possible to adopt "discrete" parameters of measurement.
Thirdly, when formulating a "verdict" on a destination, the tourist ponders factors of both a material and intangible kind.
The model thus entails the identification of three dimensions, organised along interconnected continuums: Attributes vs. Holistic; Functional vs. Psychological; Common vs. Unique (Fig. 3) . e the e is a or to ed its opposite, generating perceptions which act as travel constraints for a particular segment or target (Jackson, 1988) . Indeed, researchers have begun to take an interest in the role of such constraints in the overall definition of a destination's image only recently (Chen et al., 2013) .
Understood as «factors which preclude or reduce an individual's frequency, rate, or enjoyment as a participant in [tourism/leisure] activities» (Lee, Agarwal, & Kim, 2012, p. 570) , the effect of travel constraints has been studied above all with reference to the decision-making process (Tasci & Gartner, 2007; Hung & Petrick, 2012) , the search for information (Weinberger, Allen, & Dillon, 1981; Carneiro & Crompton, 2010) and the behaviour of tourists affected by physical disabilities (Poria, Reichel, & Brandt, 2010; Burnett & Baker, 2001 ).
These studies display broad convergence with the Leisure Constraint Model of Crawford & Godbey (1987) , who identified three main types of travel constraint: (i) those of a structural nature (such as the destination's climate, the difficulty of reaching it, a lack of information and a shortage of financial resources or time among potential travellers); (ii) those of an interpersonal nature (such as the difficulty of finding a travel companion or unsatisfactory interaction with those responsible for providing the tourism product or service); and (iii) those of an intrapersonal nature (such as stress, depression, anxiety, etc.).
Subsequent studies (Gilbert & Hudson, 2000; Hinch & Jackson, 2000; Gladwell & Bedini, 2004) have however improved the taxonomy of Crawford & Godbey (1987) , pointing out that travel constraints are not insurmountable (Scott, 1991) but are hierarchically ordered. It is argued that the individual must first overcome the intrapersonal obstacles, then those of an interpersonal nature and finally those of a structural nature (Crawford, Jackson, & Godbey, 1991) . In addition, it has emerged that travel constraints act differently depending on the cultural context of reference (Chick & Dong, 2005; Shinew, Floyd, & Parry, 2004) . Thus, what is considered a potential obstacle by members of one social or national group may not be seen as such by members of another group with a different background. Lastly, for the purposes of the present study, the research has shown that the decision to participate in tourism activities (Um & Crompton, 1999) and the formulation of an overall positive verdict concerning the enjoyability of the experience (Nadirova & Jackson, 2000) do not so much require the total absence of constraints as the success of the negotiating process, understood as the «navigation of those obstacles» (Chen, Ji, & Funk, 2014, p. 199) which enables them to be overcome (Nyaupane & Andereck, 2008) .
Thus, while the greater or lesser incidence of travel constraints depends on the degree to which the potential visitor/tourist is able to minimise their effect, it is clear that a DMO today must develop specific destination marketing policies designed to increase, for each target-segment, the accessibility of information and the degree of familiarity with the destination. Indeed, in this way, it can provide the potential visitor/tourist with the interpretative and/or perceptive keys for managing and thus neutralising factors perceived as obstacles to the complete fulfilment of the holiday. It is clear however that by themselves, such measures are necessary but not sufficient: Indeed, it is essential to conduct a preliminary survey of the factors linked to the destination's attributes that can act as travel constraints and implement adequate destination management policies (such as constant professional training and greater coordination with tourism sector operators) to remove them, above all if they are of a structural nature.
In addition, from studies recently conducted in a managerial context, the relationship between travel constraints and destination image is beginning to be established with greater clarity. In this regard, Chen, Chen & Okumus (2013) observed a direct inverse correlation between the two constructs, showing that the greater the perception on the part of potential visitors of travel constraints, the less positive the destination image. Conversely, further analyses (Chen, Hua, & Wang, 2013) have identified the image as one of the most effective means by which to attenuate (and sometimes even neutralise) the negative impact that travel constraints can exert on the actual intention to visit the destination.
Both of these studies lay great emphasis on the negotiation aspect that determines the perception of constraints, as well as on their role-in practice equal to that of attributes and benefits-in the overall definition of a tourist destination's image.
Given these considerations, it would appear to be helpful in this study to integrate travel constraints into Echtner and Ritchie's model as a fourth continuum with which to perform the measurement of the image (Fig. 4) The questionnaire is structured into four parts:
The first was made up of indicators designed to assess the cognitive, affective and conative components of the image of Italy. In addition to the two open-response questions suggested by Echtner & Ritchie (1991) , a wider measurement of the cognitive component of the destination image entailed the addition of two closed-response questions, drawn up on the basis of Boo, Busser, & Baloglu (2009) and Papadoupolos, Elliot & De Nisco (2013) , in which the respondents were invited to express their degree of agreement by giving a point score from 1 to 5 (where 1 = totally disagree and 5 = totally agree). This served to identify the destination resources able to act as factors of distinctiveness and attractiveness with respect to the competitors of reference and measure the brand awareness of the Italian tourism product. Such awareness is held by Milman & Pizam (1995) to be a crucial prerequisite for the definition of destination brand equity, as well as an essential component of the degree of knowledge of a destination brand, without which the image itself cannot be formed (Keller, 1993; Kotler, Bowen, Makens, Xie, & Liang, 2006) . Moreover, in order to adhere to Chinese frames, the conative component was measured by means of closed-response questions drawn up on the basis of Yoo & Donthu (2001) and Zeithaml, Berry, & Parasuraman (1996) concerning their willingness:
• to include Italy in the consideration set
• to recommend a holiday in Italy to relatives and friends.
The second part of the questionnaire entailed the adoption of a 5-point Likert scale as the methodological tool for measuring the attribute-based component, concerning general resources, tourism services and the degree of cultural proximity to the destination. The starting point for the list of attributes was the categorisation proposed by Echtner & Ritchie (1991) . However, considering that every destination has a series of attributes that characterise it specifically and can affect the process of choosing the destination (Pike, 2003) , this was enriched with a series of attributes arising from the in-depth interviews conducted previously.
The third part of the questionnaire sought to investigate the experiential dimension of a journey to Italy and to determine Chinese tourists' degree of familiarity with Italy as a tourism destination. In this case too, Echtner & Ritchie's (1991) original version of the questionnaire was expanded with three open-response questions designed to determine the image of Italy in both positive and negative terms and to identify the main factors that might deter a traveller from going there:
•
What five positive words would you use to describe Italy as a vacation destination?
What five negative words would you use to describe Italy as a vacation destination?
What are the main disincentives to travelling to Italy?
In order to understand the panorama of expectations linked to a holiday (taking account of competitor destinations), assess any acquisition of greater prestige among the social group of reference following a journey to Italy and obtain an overall judgement concerning a stay in Italy, a 5-point Likert scale was adopted (where 1 = totally disagree and 5 = totally agree), with reference to the following statements, drawn up on the basis of Boo et al. (2009) 
Overall, Italy is an inviting tourist destination
The fourth part of the questionnaire was designed to determine the socio-demographic profile of the respondents, including gender, age, level of education, family status, profession and annual income.
Considering that in a non-structured questionnaire, the level of detail of the data is closely dependent on the linguistic skills of the respondents, as well as on their willingness to provide complete and articulate responses (McDougall & Fry, 1974; Stepchenkova & Morrison, 2008) , the questionnaire was distributed in English and Standard Mandarin. The translation of the questions from English into Chinese and the translation of the answers from Chinese into English (Behling & Law, 2000) was performed with the help of two bilingual Chinese students in order to reduce as much as possible potential semantic ambiguities in both the formulation of the questions and the processing of the answers. The translation process was always performed in two steps: with reference to the questionnaire, one student performed the translation from English into Mandarin and another re-translated the result from Mandarin back into English in order to verify that the substance had not changed. Similarly, the answers obtained were first translated into English by one student and then re-translated into Chinese by the other, without the two students ever interacting, in order to avoid any type of conditioning.
In addition, to make filling out the questionnaire easier and to avoid taking up too much of the respondents' time, it was decided to use only one of the two items suggested for each attribute by Echtner and Ritchie. Exceptions in this regard were made for the following attributes:
• "Tourist sites/activities", "National parks/wilderness activities", "Cities", "Hospitality/friendliness/receptiveness" and "Atmosphere (familiar vs. exotic)"; for each of these, two different items were developed in order to reduce the interpretative ambiguities that emerged during the exploratory study;
• "Historic sites/museums"; in consideration of the special nature of the artistic and cultural heritage of Italy, the following two items were used: "Numerous historical sites exist in Italy" and "Italy has not so many museums".
The formulation of the items was guided by the following criteria:
• Consistency with Chinese interpretative schemes. Where the respondents found the questions to be meaningless and/or irrelevant to the enquiry, the original formulation of the item was modified and adapted to their interpretative schemes so that they were set out more clearly. Particularly valuable in this regard was the feedback obtained during the pre-test of the questionnaire, as were the indications derived from Boo et al. (2009) and Papadoupolos et al. (2013) .
• Speed of reading. In general terms, syntactic structures characterised by greater simplicity than the formulation of questions suggested by Echtner & Ritchie (1991) were preferred. This led to the use of phrases such as "Italy has", rather than "Italy offers a lot in terms of", which was maintained only in one case, in order to diversify the formulation of the questions.
• Maintenance of the attention threshold of the respondents, above all in order to reduce the unwitting tendency to respond to all questions in the same way (Churchill, 1979) . For this reason, every fifth item was given a negative formulation. During the processing of the answers however, these items were re-codified in a positive sense, in order to guarantee consistency in the measurement and a greater agility in the interpretation of the results.
The research was conducted on outbound Chinese tourists, defined as «non-agricultural, adult Mainland Chinese citizens who have taken a leisure trip of four or more nights, by plane, outside Asia in the past three years or plan to take one in the next two years» (Li, Harrill, Uysal, Burnett, & Zhan, 2010, p. 253 ).
Due to the difficulty of identifying a probabilistic sample, widely discussed in the international literature with reference to research conducted on Chinese subjects (Roy, Walters, & Luk, 2001) , and considering the fact that Chinese citizens who are effectively able to afford a foreign holiday still constitute a very small proportion of the population and are not easily accessible (China Tourism Academy, 2010), it was decided to distribute the questionnaire on the basis of a convenient sample, seeking to identify groups that were as representative as possible of the population forming the subject of the investigation. Specifically, citizens resident in the three most populous municipalities in China (Beijing, Shanghai and Chongqing) were selected as these accounts for the largest numbers of outbound tourists, probably a consequence of their high average disposable income and rapid rate of development.
The questionnaire was distributed by email and was preceded by an explanatory text designed to illustrate the purposes of the research and gauge the effective willingness to participate in the questionnaire. Follow-up activities were also conducted via email.
All the responses obtained were translated into English, in order to facilitate statistical processing.
Results
Overall, 209 valid questionnaires were obtained in response to 300 emails sent. They contained assessments serving to identify-on the basis of the set of attributes developed from the model-the most significant factors that effectively determine Italy's image in the Chinese outbound leisure tourism market. They also contained a total of 7,397 images arising from the six open questions. In detail, the responses were distributed as follows: 711 images concerning the Functional/Holistic continuum, 503 images concerning the Psychological/Holistic continuum, 1,820 images concerning the Encouraging/Discouraging continuum, 718 images concerning the uniqueness component, 1,937 positive images and 1,708 negative images.
For the purposes of the investigation, the average and standard deviation was preliminarily calculated for each item. This served partly to assess, by means of statistical-descriptive analyses, the influence of the various ijms.ccsenet.org International Journal of Marketing Studies Vol. 9, No. 5; attributes on the overall construct of the image and to provide, by such means, policy indications concerning the development of adequate promotion and commercialisation campaigns by the managers of Italian DMOs. The next step was to identify, by means of factorial analysis, the factors perceived as most representative of Italy (Gallarza et al., 2002) . For the extraction of the factors, Principal Components Analysis was used.
In order to verify the presence of a significant correlation between the variables used, Bartlett's sphericity test, which tests the null hypothesis, i.e. absence of correlation between the variables, was performed, along with the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) test for sampling adequacy, which makes it possible to evaluate the partial correlations compared to the sum of observed correlations.
The results of the KMO index was 0.903, and Bartlett's Test was significant, p = 0.000, which met the minimum standard to proceed with the factor analysis. The EFA utilized principle axis factoring and Promax rotation with Kaiser normalization, and the criteria considered in the iterative process of the EFA included: retaining item coefficients greater than 0.4, keeping only those factors with three or more items, and retaining factors with Eigenvalues greater than one (Gorsuch, 1997) .
Next, a CFA was performed to assess the construct validity of the latent variables, and the initial model returned a good fit to the data, (χ2 (332) = 649.868, p < .0001, CFI = .894, TLI = .879, SRMR = .062, RMSEA = .068 (90% CI .060 -.075).
The results are represented in Table 2 . In a subsequent phase of the investigation, the factors identified by factor analysis were then considered as new macro-variables, to which cluster analysis was applied using the non-hierarchical K-means method, in order to segment the outbound Chinese tourism market (Table 3) . For the analysis of the data emerging from the open questions, content analysis tools were used (Weber, 1990; Neuendorf, 2001) , in order to identify and categorise specific words and phrases (especially common and proper nouns) used by the respondents. With reference to the tourism sector, the international literature considers nouns in particular as mainly indicative of destination-specific resources, verbs as descriptors of the various types of tourism goods and services on offer, and adverbs and adjectives as elements that describe the holiday in terms of its experiential dimension (Echtner, 2002) .
Before starting this analysis, the first step was the normalisation and codification of the data (Miles & Huberman, 1994) . This made it possible to reduce the number of images associated with the Functional/Holistic continuum to 93, with the Psychological/Holistic continuum to 40 and with the Encouraging/Discouraging continuum to 53, in addition to 56 images associated with the uniqueness component, 112 images with a positive association and 92 images with a negative association.
From the preliminary analysis of the data, two significant tendencies emerged: the first is that the respondents often cite composite images (i.e., images in which a number of items appear together, as in the case of «harmonious human environment» and «rich cultural atmosphere»). The second is that the same image is Both these tendencies seem to call for the application, as has become frequent in the tourism sector in the last few years (Li & Stepchenkova, 2011; Zenker & Beckmann, 2013) , of the brand associative network model (Cai, 2002; Keller, 1993) , according to which the brand can be considered a «network of associations in the consumer's mind based on the visual, verbal, and behavioral expression of a place, which is embodied through the aims, communication, values, and the general culture of the place's stakeholders and the overall place design» (Zenker & Braun, 2010, p. 3) . Adopting this interpretative framework, and consistent with Anderson's theory of Adaptive Control of Thought (1983) , activities in support of destination identity are based on the assumption that «these associations can be manipulated to create a better brand for a place» (Sevin, 2014, p. 48) . Furthermore, the study and measurement of a tourism destination image consist of «identifying the most relevant associations and strengthening their linkages to the brand» (Cai, 2002, p. 723) , accomplished by means of associative and semantic maps as the preferred tools of enquiry.
To this end, in the present study, cases of co-occurrence of two or more images were identified and analysed by calculating the Z score (Li & Stepchenkova, 2011) , in order to reconstruct the most significant associations between one item and another in the minds of the respondents while excluding all cases of mere coincidence.
For the study of the frequencies and the semantic analysis of the information gleaned from the answers to the open questions, CATPAC software (Woelfel, 1993; Jani & Hwang, 2011; Pan et al., 2007) was used. The data from the closed-response questions were processed using SPSS software.
Discussion and Managerial Implications
The outbound Chinese tourist is of low average age (25 to 44 years) and a high level of education (more than 70% have a high-school diploma and/or a degree).
Although the concept of "flexibility" is not culturally alien to them, they prefer to set off only after having conducted a rigorous process of selection, focused above all on which tourism operators to trust and the people they intend to travel with (mainly chosen from friends, family members and colleagues). In the choice of destination, close attention is also paid to factors such as hygiene and personal safety. In more general terms, it can be said that for the Chinese tourist it is very important to read up on the places that they will visit before setting off. Traditionally, tour operators, newspapers and magazines are the main sources of information, but the importance of word-of-mouth communication among family and friends is growing continuously, as is the role of social networks. Aside from these shared characteristics, it is however possible to formulate a hypothetical segmentation of the Chinese outbound tourism market on the basis of the analysis of the main attractiveness factors associated with Italy (see Table 3 ).
Dry-foot Fishermen
The tourist belonging to this segment adopts a more traditional approach to travel. Specifically, these tend to be people born in the 1950s and 60s who travel in a group and only purchase organised packages from tour operators, staying in at least four or five different countries. Even if it is their first journey abroad and their knowledge of English is limited, these are not ill-prepared tourists: they already have a clear idea of the sites that they will visit and what they will buy. The process by which they make their choices is guided by two fundamental considerations: the cost of the package and the reputation of the travel agency they buy from.
The typical profile is that of a tourist who arrives in Italy after having been in France and Germany (because Paris and Frankfurt have the most direct flight connections with China) and stays in the country only for a few days, often spending every night in a different city. Usually the itinerary includes Milan (where they spend about 40% of their total budget), Venice (with a bet at the casino), Florence (particularly attractive due to the proximity of museums and shopping outlets) and Rome, where they board planes to return to China. The "Dry-foot fishermen" is only interested in visiting the most famous places and buying souvenirs; he/she is very firm about maintaining their traditions while abroad (for example eating only in Chinese restaurants at typically Chinese times, and following particular rituals linked to numbers). For this reason, they strongly appreciate it when, during a visit, the guide (who must have excellent knowledge of western art), highlights links between the places they are visiting and typical elements or details of Chinese history and culture.
Vase Connoisseurs
These are "return tourists": economically well-off, often they have already been to Italy for work or study and ijms.ccsenet.org Vol. 9, No. 5; were so impressed that they decided to return on holiday for a more detailed visit. Lovers of shopping and Made in Italy brands, they expect a high level of service and comfort. For this reason, for the organisation of their holiday they turn to travel agencies and tour operators.
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For these tourists, travelling is also a way of exerting China's "soft power" in the destination country. For this reason, they consider a service to be of "quality" only if it satisfies three fundamental criteria: firstly, functionality (the service is provided in a punctual and timely fashion, the staff are well trained, etc.); secondly the degree of consideration for the guests (which Italian operators can show for example by using flags and having material prepared in Chinese); lastly, respect for the principle of mianzi (which involves addressing or serving the oldest or highest-ranking in a group first, not interrupting or explicitly criticising, and not expressing a categorical refusal in public). (Note 1)
The "Vase connoisseurs" like packages with lots of activities, but also free time, which they tend to spend on open-air sports such as golf or cycling. They visit fewer countries (usually two or three) than the "Dry-foot fishermen", because they prefer more in-depth visits which allow them greater contact (albeit highly mediated) with the culture of the place they are visiting. For them travel has a strong symbolic component. For this reason, in the choice of destination they pay great attention to the value for money aspect (the price of the package with respect to what it includes). In addition, on their return, they like to consolidate their prestige in the community of reference by telling relative friends and acquaintances about their experiences.
Long-tailed Kites
This rapidly growing segment is composed of FITs ("Free and Independent Travellers") who travel on average two or three times a year, preferring mono-destination journeys with thematic itineraries. They fly in first class, stay in 5-star hotels belonging to large international chains and often bring their domestic staff with them. These tourists (both men and women) are well-educated, with an average age of 38 and high disposable income. They are often single or couples without children. Lovers of "made-to-measure" holidays that favour relaxation and well-being, they demand high standards of quality (for them, "quality" being synonymous with "luxury") and highly personalised service. When they travel, they expect to be able to experience-in a highly immersive way-the lifestyle of the country they are staying in. For this reason, they do not disdain less-famous destinations, as long as they are characterised by "excellence".
Snowflakes on Bamboo
Tourists falling within this cluster have an average age of less than 40, a high level of education and an income slightly lower than that of the "Long-tailed kites". They show negative averages for nearly all of the macro-variables on which this analysis was developed. The only element that can identify this segment is hospitality, intended here as well, as the emphasis on the service component.
So, on a par with the "Dry-foot fishermen", Italy's image is defined exclusively by the functional component: however, unlike them, the "Snowflakes on Bamboo" have virtually no interest in the fame and beauty of the places they visit, or for the variety and exclusiveness of the tourist offer, which, on the other side, are remarkable elements of choice for the "Vase connoisseurs" and the "Long-tailed kites", respectively.
Freshwater Crocodiles
China's "Generation Y" tourists are oriented towards success and are less bound to traditional culture than their parents. They view western values with curiosity and interest, travelling alone and/or with friends in a sort of "grand tour" across Europe, oriented towards shopping and fun. In order to keep together, they prefer not to stay in hotels but to rent villas or stay as guests in the houses of acquaintances. The essential thing for them is have access to fast wi-fi, so they can find out in advance about the places that they are to visit and above all share their travel experiences online in real time. Since they are students or professionals who have started work only recently, their disposable income is not high, but they are prepared to spend large sums in order to enjoy experiences that are consistent with their interests. For example, they very much like tasting local foods and meeting local people, as well as visiting less well-known locations.
As digital natives, they are inevitably drawn to re-interpret one of the founding values of Chinese social fabric-i.e., guanxi-from a Web 2.0 perspective (Note 2). Thus, even in their choice of holiday destination they do not seek advice from travel agencies, but are guided by word-of-mouth tips and the dominant opinions among their peer group, expressed almost exclusively via social networks or, more generally, the Internet, which for them is the key space for obtaining information.
The sum of favourable or unfavourable judgements, opinions, sentiments and impressions of people who have been or are about to go on holiday is one of the fields on which, today, competition between international Vol. 9, No. 5; segments identified.
On a general level, it is necessary to increase the production of information materials in Chinese, and to adopt a multi-channel approach that encompasses books and magazines but does not neglect web platforms such as Weibo, RenRen and Qzone.
Moreover, the development of better coordinated and less episodic measures, the consolidation of the relational network with autochthonous partners (following the logic of guanxi) and the reinforcement of specific skills among the operators would make it possible to develop new tourism products, diversified and personalised, created in accordance with criteria that depend on the segment being served.
Whereas for example broadening the range of goods and services on offer may represent an effective strategy for winning over the "Dry-foot fishermen", deepening it would be so for the "Vase connoisseurs", just as an emphasis on authenticity is required for the "Long-tailed kites" and virality for the "Freshwater crocodiles".
Given that for the "Dry-foot fishermen" the goal of travelling is to maximise the number of localities visited in quantitative terms, tour operators seeking to cater to this segment need to play a more active role in the promotion campaigns (on and offline) of the destination country, to intensify cooperation with Chinese tourism companies and to vertically integrate the production chain.
In contrast, for the "Vase connoisseurs"and the "Snowflakes on bamboo" it is important to feel that they are being treated with consideration. For this reason, it may be advisable to hire Chinese staff and to set up more "Chinese friendly" environments. In this regard, hoteliers (Note 3) need to equip their rooms with kettles, teabags (green tea), laundry drying racks in the bathroom and Chinese satellite television channels, as well as enriching their menus with basic Chinese dishes such as rice soup, soya noodles and fried doughnuts. In addition, they could make Chinese newspapers available in the lobby and provide, as already suggested, packages in which their stay is associated with shopping tours and guided visits to city's monuments. Lastly, considering their eagerness (shared with the "Dry-foot fishermen") to tell others about their trip, it may also be useful to create a sort of "seal" or "stamp" of quality that certifies their visit, perhaps to be issued as they leave a museum.
For tourists of the "Long-tailed kites" segment, the advice is to adopt the thematic itinerary approach, choosing a characterising theme around which to build a proposal for a diverse range of experiences. Also essential is attention to detail (for example, welcoming them with a sincere smile and warm greeting in their language) and a readiness to resolve any problems that may arise. Chinese tourists do not appreciate vague answers such as "I don't know" or, even worse, "that's not our problem". On the contrary, they expect to obtain information of a practical nature that will help them to choose, concerning both gastronomy (where they appreciate clear presentation of local foods, wines and spirits), and opportunities to engage with different cultures. For this reason, for example, they look for Chinese audio guides or QR codes that link to explanatory web pages written in Chinese. In addition, they are very interested in brochures that present events and shows, especially when associated with the local folklore.
Lastly, when concentrating one's marketing efforts on the "Freshwater crocodiles" segment, the flexibility component, and above all a pervasive online presence, are strategically important: given the role played by word-of-mouth for this type of tourist-before, during and after the holiday-tourism operators are advised to carefully monitor their online web reputation, by means of a systematic analysis of opinions posted by users on generalist and thematic social networks.
Conclusions
This study sought to measure the image of Italy as a tourism destination on the Chinese leisure traveller market. To this end, the Echtner & Ritchie's model (1991) was applied, considering its ability to provide an exhaustive and intuitive representation of the various components that combine to create the destination image. However, compared to its original formulation, it was implemented with greater consideration of the experiential dimension in the consumption of the tourist product, in particular via the provision of a series of multisensory stimuli that can generate feelings and/or thoughts in the visitors, then suggesting the opportunity to consider Tourism Destination Image (TDI) in a hedonistic perspective.
In these terms, the study expands existing Tourism Destination Image (TDI) measurement research by making the following contributions to literature, and to management practice.
First of all, it increases our understanding of how TDI can be defined and measured. In fact, it proposes not just a denotative, but also and above all a connotative measurement of the image, thereby reducing the risk of ambiguity in the interpretation of the most significant attributes that emerged during the analysis.
In detail, a different view of Tourism Destination Image is suggested by exploring the role of the elements that, on the one side, are attractive to the specific segment of interest and, on the other side, potentially undermine the image of a destination in the perception of the range of tourism goods and services on offer. To this end, a fourth continuum named Encouraging vs. Discouraging is integrated into Echtner and Ritchie's model with which to perform the measurement of the image.
Using this approach, the image Chinese outbound leisure tourists held about Italy has been measured, then filling a gap in managerial literature where, to the Authors' knowledge, existing studies do not target the Asian market, but rather analyze Italy in terms of a wider Mediterranean destination, only partially identifying country-specific strategies for strengthening tourism flows within the country.
Moreover, by adopting a hypothetical segmentation of the market in question, a foundation for Italian destination managers to adopt Chinese tailor-made approaches to the construction and promotion/commercialisation of tourism products and design effective marketing strategies is built, which represents an opportunity for the country to gain competitive advantage in a market which is undergoing rapid diversification.
In fact, the results of the qualitative and quantitative investigations demonstrated that overall, outbound Chinese tourists consider Italy to be a destination for holidays centred on relaxation, comfort and art-and-culture. However, they also voice growing concerns about certain aspects of staying in the country, such as the chaos and poor organisation or, with specific reference to tourism goods and services, a system that is poorly adapted to their needs and expectations.
The risk is that of an increasingly sharp discrepancy between the secondary and primary images of Italy, due to a failure to fulfil the potential of its enormous historic, cultural and natural heritage. In this sense, a consolidation of the national tourism sector's system of governance and the application of policies designed to strengthen the destination's resources may enable the creation of a series of highly flexible and personalised products and experiences, which would also have clear benefits in terms of the de-seasonalisation of flows.
For the framework set out above to be considered truly exhaustive however, it is necessary to conduct an investigation to measure Italy's image among the various players who help to shape it and disseminate it. We refer here in particular to the mass media, social networks and numerous participants in the tourism production chain, whose role as "image shapers" is widely recognised by the international literature (Llodrà-Riera et al., 2015) . A further issue arises from the choice of sample, which does not allow for full generalisation of the results. Nor should we overlook the tendency of Chinese respondents to provide answers which they believe will satisfy the researchers' expectations (Adler, Campbell, & Laurent, 1989) . Lastly, in a study of destination image, the possibility that the answers provided are affected by the state of diplomatic relations, the period when the questionnaires were filled in, the long distance between Italy and China, and other environmental factors, cannot be ruled out (Reilly, 1990) .
Presenting a tourism destination means integrating its identity with all of its multiple images and making the most of the network of reciprocal influences that they activate. It would be advisable therefore to adopt a more dynamic approach to the task of measurement, for example by developing indices that are sensitive enough to assess whether and how, over the course of time, the image that a group of consumers has of Italy as a tourism destination reflects changes in the socio-political, economic and cultural context of the specific market being studied. In addition, this may provide indications on how to optimise Italy's positioning with respect to its main international competitors, in the awareness that destination image and country image are constructs with broad areas of overlap and reciprocal interdependence.
Lastly, China represents only one of the tourism markets to watch with interest. It would therefore be advisable to extend the investigation to other large markets, including Russia, India and Brazil, analysing any differences between the various national groups in terms of their perception of the attributes that characterise Italy as a tourism destination.
